



Director of the Library and Library School
University of Illinois
In all of nature, change is the most constant factor.
Throughout manmade civilizations, likewise, change from era
to era is continual and inevitable. How amazing it is, there-
fore, to realize that the product with which librarians are
primarily concerned--the book- -has remained substantially
unchanged in form for the past two thousand years. Certainly,
since the introduction of typography five hundred years ago,
variations in the book's format have been relatively minor. I
suspect that we would be hard put to it to name any other ob-
ject in common use today of which this fact would be true.
But, we are now living in the twentieth century, a period
during which the rate of technological change has been tre-
mendously accelerated. No longer can we complacently as-
sume that the book world, which is so vital to us as librarians,
will go on for the next five centuries, or even the next twenty-
five years, without profound modifications.
A striking historical illustration of this fact was cited by
William Randall, who pointed out:
The great. . . House of Books built by a caliph of medieval
Bagdad was a wonder of its day. Scholars composed
rhapsodies concerning its elegance and the treasures it
contained. But a large proportion of its floor area was
taken up with sleeping rooms for its patrons, and a
major function of its staff was to feed the scholars who
thronged to study its books, and a considerable item in
its budget was for the purchase of paper and ink for the
copying of manuscripts. . . . The building which housed
the House of Books would scarcely be considered an
efficient library structure today. *
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In the same fashion, our ideas about the nature and con-
tents of a library are constantly evolving. A library which
would have satisfied our clientele yesterday may be regarded
as quite inadequate tomorrow. The library collection, there-
fore, must be a dynamic, living organism, fully responsive
to change, and always looking to the future.
In developing my subject, "The Library Collection at Mid-
20th Century, " it is necessary to explore also the status of
the book and its allies in various forms in our contemporary
society. By such an analysis, perhaps we can better under-
stand what it is that we, as librarians, are attempting to do
and the nature of the task that lies before us. Furthermore,
we cannot consider the book in the abstract, but must have
due regard to the potential users of the library's collection.
In short, why and for whom are we assembling these mate-
rials ? Also, since the clientele varies with the type of li-
brarypublic, school, college, etc. --in speaking of "the
library collection, " we need to ask first, what library?
The title of my topic, "The Library Collection at Mid- 2 Oth
Century, " indicates that the program committee believes
there are differences between a collection now being formed
and a collection started, say, a generation ago. I think there
are. Other phases of our culture have changed, too. A gen-
eration ago, we had no television; talking moving pictures
were then new; FM had not yet been invented; the radio was in
its infancy, with 9, 000, 000 home receivers compared to
138, 000, 000 today; and hi-fi was not yet discovered. In fact,
the subsequent high-powered communications revolution had
barely started. Looking back on those halcyon days, one
would think that the people had nothing to do except read.
Well, let's see if we can determine some of the differences
in library collections. Except for bound files of periodicals,
a typical library of the 1920's would have consisted almost
entirely of separately published books. In public libraries, at
least, there would have been a predominance of fiction and
other belles-lettres. A generation ago, American publishers
were issuing about 10, 000 titles annually, as compared to
12,600 last year--not a startling increase, titlewise.
A phenomenal growth in the size of library collections is
one of the striking characteristics of our times. According to
U.S. Office of Education figures, the libraries of the country
contained 45, 000, 000 volumes in 1900. By 1929, about thirty
years later, there were 162,000,000 volumes --close to quad-
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rupling the 1900 figure --while in 1956 a conservative esti-
mate would be 300, 000, 000 volumes, nearly seven times as
large as at the turn of the century, and close to doubling in
the last generation.
How does it happen that, though the number of book titles
published has not shown any remarkable increase, library
collections are growing at such a pace? To obtain an answer
to this question, we need to look at the character of the col-
lections.
It is not in size alone that the contents of libraries are dif-
ferent from those found earlier in the century. Separately
published books are still the staple offering at libraries, and
are likely to remain so for the foreseeable future. Year by
year, however, serial literature has been assuming an in-
creasingly important place. Not only the widely read popu-
lar magazines, but the learned and technical journals, trans-
actions of academies, societies, museums, observatories,
universities, and institutions of all descriptions, and the
serial publications of governments take more and more of
library funds, space, and attention. In the field of science
alone, there are reported to be 50, 000 journals currently
issued around the world. From present trends, it seems
probable that in the future we shall have even greater empha-
sis on materials appearing in serial form and decreasing
stress on books and other monographic works.
Another area in which the rate of publishing has been im-
mensely accelerated is government documents. In addition
to the voluminous output of the federal government in a great
range of fields, there are the publications of states, local
units of government, and foreign governments- -truly enough
to inundate the largest libraries. A conspicuous example is
the United Nations, which published as much during its first
two years as was produced by its predecessor, the League of
Nations, in twenty- five years.
But our responsibilities do not stop here. To obtain some
conception of the scope of collections in a great modern li-
brary, look at the statistics of holdings reported annually by
the Library of Congress. There we find groupings for each of
the following: volumes and pamphlets, newspapers, manu-
scripts, maps and views, microcards, microfilms, motion
pictures, music, phonograph records, photographic negatives,
prints and slides, and a miscellaneous category consisting of
broadsides, photostats, posters, etc. --each class numbering
-3-
hundreds of thousands or even millions of items. As Mr.
Goldstein will doubtless tell you Tuesday morning, it would
be a backward library indeed, nowadays, which failed to
make liberal provision for such non-book materials as maps,
slides, motion picture films, music and speech recordings,
music scores, prints, and similar categories.
Also non-book in form, but more directly related to the
traditional book, are developments in the field of microre-
production. Since the mid-1930's, vast quantities of printed
and manuscript materials have been reduced from their nor-
mal proportions to miniature forms. A return to the ancient
roll form--the microfilm-
-plus the use of flat-surface forms--
microcards and microprints --have compressed millions of
pages of periodicals, newspapers, government publications,
early imprints, dissertations, manuscripts, archives, and a
variety of other records into a fraction of their original bulk.
There are such ambitious projects, for example, as the re-
production of all English books before 1640, all American
books before 1800, all United States government publications
from the colonial period to the present, all United Nations
publications, all English and American plays before 1800,
thousands of newspaper files, and on and on.
As one surveys the multiple areas in which microrepro-
duction is operating and the vast amount of activity, the
effect is rather overwhelming. One might gain the impres-
sion that soon the whole world of library materials will be in
microtext form. That, of course, is far from being the case,
for actually microreproduction thus far is functioning in fair-
ly limited spheres. Nevertheless, it is making widely avail-
able extensive groups of little-used, rare, and perhaps in-
accessible books, journals, newspapers, manuscripts, and
other records. With few exceptions, however, at least in my
view, originals are preferable to microtexts, because easier
to use. Frequently, though, it is a microtext or nothing. The
advisability of buying current publications, such as much-used
periodicals, in anything except the original paper form is
questionable, in spite of the fact that many libraries are doing
it to save space and binding costs. Certainly, viewed objec-
tively, microreproduction is not a universal panacea or an
answer to all the problems of research libraries. Microfilm,
microcards, and microprint have joined the wide range of
auxiliary tools developed in recent years to complement the
book as we have known it for centuries. It is to be doubted
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that anyone will ever feel inclined to curl up in bed with a
microcard or a roll of film. It is also unlikely that any schol-
ar or student in his right mind would choose a microfacsimile
in place of the original book or document. The reproduction
may be a valuable substitute, but it will almost surely con-
tinue to run second in the affections of library users every-
where.
With all the myriad forms of material coming into libraries
today, librarianship becomes an increasingly complex pro-
fession. There is no reason to believe that the future, with
its promises of automation and technological revolution, will
simplify our task of building library collections suitable for
students, scholars, research workers and general readers.
Assuming, however, that books are basic and will remain
our principal business, it may be enlightening to examine the
present state of the book and publishing business in the United
States. Last year, there were more than five hundred million
hardbound books manufactured in this country, including trade
books, textbooks, book club books, subscription books, and
others. That was an average of over three hardbound books
for every person, young or old, in the country. Furthermore,
in the same year there were an estimated three hundred mil-
lion paperback books published- -nearly two per capita. Thus,
the combined total was in excess of eight hundred million
books. It is a startling fact that nearly twice as many books
per capita were sold last year as in the bull market year 1929.
There is convincing evidence here to disprove the gloomy
statements frequently heard that reading is a vanishing art.
The expanding book market is partially, though by no
means wholly, explained by the phenomenon of paperback
books, which is the subject of Mr. Strout's talk. These
books have had a sensational rise in popularity in the past fif-
teen years.
Another striking feature of contemporary publishing is the
immense vogue for condensed books. Leading the parade is
the Reader's Digest, with its 11,000,000 circulation, carrying
a condensation of a new book each month. Such periodical
publications as Omnibook, Condensed Books, Best- in- Books
and Books Abridged, whose main purpose is presenting books
in condensed form, have sales ranging into the hundreds of
thousands. A number of mass- circulation magazines, such
as Life, Ladies' Home Journal and Coronet, carry book con-
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densations regularly or occasionally, while numerous period-
icals serialize books--as, of course, they have been doing
for decades.
The vogue for condensation has both good and bad features.
On the asset side, millions who would never see the original
books now get at least a taste of them in abbreviated form.
On the debit side, to cite one example, there are many who
might have read all of Lindbergh's magnificent Spirit of St.
Louis if the edge had not been taken off by the excerpts which
appeared in the Saturday Evening Post. Similarly, I doubt
that many readers who had the cream skimmed off Winston
Churchill's war memoirs for them by Life magazine went on
to read the multiple volumes of the complete work, and there-
by missed, except in diluted form, one of the great historical
documents of our time.
Book clubs, which were a fairly minor factor 25 years ago
with only two of any significance, have proliferated. The two
oldest clubs--Literary Guild and Book of the Month- -have had
a sharp decline in membership since reaching their peak ten
years ago. In part, at least, this is due to competition, for
there are now no less than 85 book clubs --74 for adults and
11 for children. A majority of the clubs have some specialty,
such as history, religion, or science. At one time it was
feared that book clubs would cause too much uniformity of
taste, but with so many in the field, so diverse in nature, the
perils of conformity are lessened. According to the most
recent figures I have seen, the book clubs are now distrib-
uting about 44, 000, 000 copies of books annually.
Rental libraries, which were flourishing in bookstores and
elsewhere in the 1930's, have folded up or declined in impor-
tance, chiefly because of the competition of paperback books,
and perhaps to some extent because people have money today
to buy the books they want to read, while in the depression
years they were lucky to have enough to pay rental charges.
Another changing trend is in relation to fiction and non-
fiction. This is a matter of particular significance in the
business of publishing new hardcover books, where high pro-
duction costs and a weak distribution system are severe hand-
icaps. There are not enough bookstores and those we have
reach only a small proportion of the population. The book-
buying public claims that books have become too expensive,
though inflation in this area is less noticeable than for other
commodities. However, publishers report a continuing strong
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demand for nonfiction titles- -a demand that is appreciably
greater than it was before the war. Apparently the customer
feels that he is more likely to get his money's worth in a
work of nonfiction than in a work of fiction. Here is where
the publishers are getting pinched. Formerly, they made
their biggest profits out of best-selling novels. Today, such
novels are few and their sales do not reach anywhere near the
wartime figures, except in paperback editions. Parentheti-
cally, one may say that what has happened to fiction in recent
years illustrates the ups and downs of literature. I may be in
error, but it seems to me questionable whether any top-rank
novelist has emerged in the United States in the past fifteen
years at least no one comparable to the bumper crop which
came along in the twenties and thirties. Perhaps it is because,
as one critic commented, "What the novel has gained in skill
it has lost in boldness and experiment. "
The same shift in emphasis has occurred in the mass-cir-
culation magazines. In the 1920's the text of such magazines
averaged about seventy per cent fiction and thirty per cent
nonfiction. In the 1950's the proportions have been reversed;
at present they run to approximately thirty per cent fiction
and seventy per cent nonfiction. The publishers clearly are
responding to the demand for articles as opposed to stories.
Another field which has fallen into a decline is poetry.
Few volumes of poetry appear now and fewer still are read.
For the publisher to break even, a volume of poetry must sell
at least 1, 500 copies. The average sale recently has been 800.
It is said that only two American poets today support them-
selves by their writing- -Ogden Nash and Robert Frost, and
Frost has to lecture on the side! Again, if I may risk a lit-
erary judgment, poetry is in its present low state principally
because it fails to communicate. Poets are writing for each
other rather than trying to reach a wide public, there is too
much experimentation, and too many poets make a cult of the
obscure. This is an area, by the way, that seems made to
order for sound recordings in the library's collections. Not
only in poetry, but in drama, fiction, or other literary forms
where sound is important to the meaning, recordings offer a
new dimension. A wide range of materials of this kind is al-
ready available ou records; publishers and recording com-
panies are continually adding to the list.
Now, having taken a cursory view of the kinds of collec-
tions being made by libraries, let's have a look at the possi-
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ble users of these collections. There are a number of factors
to consider here. In the first place, the American population
has grown to a total of over 167, 000, 000--an increase of
about 40, 000, 000 in the past twenty years--and it is contin-
uing to expand at an astounding rate. Therefore, we have
more potential book readers at every age level than ever be-
fore. Furthermore, per capita income is higher in actual
purchasing power than at any time in our history, the educa-
tional level is rising steadily, and more leisure time is avail-
able. These facts do not necessarily mean that people will
read more, but they do mean that there is financial ability to
buy books and to support good library service; that the popu-
lation as a whole is literate; and that it has free time on its
hands, when it may conceivably read a book.
Another phenomenon characteristic of our times is that
there is a steady shift from rural to urban areas. The 1956
census figures show only a little over thirteen per cent of the
population living on farms (22, 000, 000 out of 167, 000, 000),
and the trend continues. One of the features of urban living,
of course, is greater accessibility to books and libraries.
As Dan Lacy has pointed out:
... it remains true, by and large, that our rural or
small town resident sees far fewer books, reads or
hears much less about new books, has a far more
limited chance to buy or borrow books, and hence
reads far fewer books than a comparably educated
urban resident.^
Such developments as the Library Services Bill, however,
will mean more books and libraries for those who remain on
farms or in small towns or, indeed, in other areas where
books have hitherto been inaccessible and virtually unknown- -
except perhaps for a Bible, a dictionary and an almanaj.
Another factor which is having and will continue to have a
radical effect on the demand" for books is the changing eHuca-
tional pattern. A college education, which was formerly only
for the selected few, is as common now as was high school
training a generation ago. It is predicted that the college pop-
ulation, which numbers about 3, 230, 000 this fall, will rise
to at least 9, 000, 000 by 1975. According to a Gallup poll,
college graduates read at least three times as many books as
those who have not attended college. The implications of
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these facts for librarians and other members of the book
world are plain.
Of course, it does not automatically follow that because of
increased leisure and improved education, everyone will be a
book reader and library user. There are competitive forces
at work in this era of rapid technological change.
In the opinion of many educators and librarians, the great-
est threat to the world of books comes from the so-called
mass media of communication. Such technological perils are
nothing new, and I doubt that we need to tremble in our boots
now, any more than in the past. Every time someone invents
a spectacular new gadget, rumors are spread that books are
fast losing their popularity and may soon join the dodo or be
placed in an antiquarian museum. Students of the history of
printing will recall the alarm with which producers, owners,
and users of manuscript codices viewed Gutenberg's invention
of typography. Donald Sheehan in his book This Was Publish-
ing reported the widespread fear among publishers that the
bicycle rage at the turn of the century would wreck the read-
ing of books. In the past fifty years or so, similar apprehen-
sions have been voiced concerning the coming of the automo-
bile, the moving picture, the radio, television, and various
forms of automation.
Of the present-day mass media, librarians have been most
alarmed over the effects of television. From the evidence
thus far, I am not inclined to think that TV will do any perma-
nent injury to the habit of reading. It has been found that
after the first flurry of TV viewing in sections where televi-
sion is newly introduced, book sales snap back to normal in a
matter of weeks or, at the most, months. Some public librar-
ians even argue that in the long run TV will lead to more rath-
er than less reading, for people are coming into libraries to
look up books on biography, history, politics, current events,
and other subjects depicted on their TV screns. (Incidentally,
Mr. Stone of the University of Illinois Library School faculty
and his associates are currently giving an excellent demon-
stration in their weekly "Book Talk" and "Books in Balance"
programs of how TV may be used to promote wider interest
in books and reading. )
Librarians know, and have known for years, that books are
in competition with radio, television, motion pictures, and
other forms of amusement and recreation. Nevertheless, the
statistics which I have cited show that the American people are
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reading more books, magazines and newspapers than ever be-
fore. One further convincing piece of evidence to this effect
is the "Index of American Public Library Circulation, " com-
piled by the University of Illinois Library School and publish-
ed quarterly in the ALA Bulletin. This index is based on
monthly circulation reports from a representative sample of
all United States public libraries in cities of over 25, 000 pop-
ulation. The year 1939 was chosen as a base year, because
it represents the normal prewar period better than any other
year. Rating 1939 circulation at an index value of 100, one
finds a long period of declining use of American public librar-
ies during the war and post-war era: 1939-100; 1940-98;
1941-90; 1942-80; 1943-75; 1944-75; 1945-75; 1946-76; 1947-
76; 1948-76. Then in 1949 begins a slow but steady trend up-
ward: 1949-82; 1950-85; 1951-86; 1952-89; 1953-92; 1954-
103; a slight drop in 1955 to 101; and for the first six months
of 1956, 107. This seems to me a highly encouraging devel-
opment.
Relative to the competition of the other mass media with
books, I was impressed not long ago by some comments
from Gilbert Highet's able and stimulating pen. Said Mr.
Highet:
It is strange to compare the world of books with the
other realms of communication: the movies, the
radio, and their child TV. If you go regularly to
the movies, watch and listen to TV and radio, you
keep feeling that they are brilliant in execution, but
poor, desperately poor, in ideas. When you look
over a library or a bookstore, you find the opposite.
Thousands, millions of ideas confront you; almost
too many to cope with; a wonderful plenty; some-
thing like the richness of life itself. Only, the
execution is often faulty, brilliant thoughts are
unintelligibly presented. Complex arguments are
buried beneath irrelevant facts. Often a good con-
ception is clumsily worked out and couched in ugly
jargon. Still, there is no dearth of ideas in our
world. They come up so plentifully that we can
only select and admire, and enjoy. ^
Further testimony comes from the well-known American
playwright, William Saroyan. "How much do any of us need
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writing at all?" asks Mr. Saroyan.
Because of the arrival of the television screen in the
American parlor a lot of earnest people, including
writers, believe the need of the book is swiftly dimin-
ishing and may in time disappear. I consider this
theory nonsense, not because writing is my profes-
sion but because there is no other language than the
written one. Talk is o.k. for saying hello and good-
bye, but after that everything must still be written.
It can't be put on film in photographed images of
truths or untruth. It can't be put into sounds,
whether of alarms or music. It can't be put into
odors, or in objects to reach out and touch, as the
blind do at their schools, in sculpture, or in paintings,
or in gadgets. We achieved written language in the
first place because we couldn't keep very much in
our heads. Instead of the disappearance of writing,
I have an idea that the time will come when print
will appear on television screens--without noise
or music or anything else: just clear, easy-to-read
print, the print of written works. A new book will
be released as a new film is released.
If you still lack faith in the future of the book after these
statements by Highet and Saroyan, perhaps your inspiration
will be renewed by two more quotations which I want to offer
in conclusion. The first is by the distinguished critic,
Antonio Iglesias:
It is. . . clear that literature is neither a short and
tender reed which is practically useful only as a
cudgel to keep animal-like men in line or to prod
them into action, nor a delicate, hothouse orchid
having no practical use whatsoever. Is is rather
a gigantic tree prodigiously tall, strong, and
massive firmly planted in the rich, deep, and
fecundating soil of human living. Of its multiple
roots some of the largest go down into the deepest
depths of the human mind. Its trunk majestically
rises from the plainest descriptions of material
facts to the loftiest expressions of man's most
spiritual aspirations. Spreading in all directions,
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covered with countless leaves, and bestowing an
amazing variety of fruits, its branches over-
shadow and refresh all the activities of men while
providing them with intellectual, emotional, and
spiritual nourishment.
And,finally, here is a stirring reaffirmation by Clarence
Day:
The World of Books is the most remarkable creation
of man; nothing else that he builds ever lasts. Monu-
ments fall, nations perish, civilizations grow old
and die out. After an era of darkness new races
build others; but in the world of books are volumes
that live on, still as young and fresh as the day they
were written, still telling men's hearts of the hearts
of men centuries old. "
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